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Ajaan Fuang often said, when were practicing the Dhamma, we're Working on askill. Were
not just memorizing words or ideas; were lcarning how to deal skilifully with issues in the
mind. And the first principle in that skill, he would say, is how we relate to the breath, because
there are many laycrs in the mind. Some are more conscious than others, and one of the ways
we getin touch with some of the more unconscious ones and can deal Cchctivcly with the
prohlcms that lie in those iaycrs, is to work with the breath.

You notice when you’rc fecling irritated, your breath changes. What happcns? Sometimes
your breach will Changc before you’re even conscious of the irritation. There’s a little catch in
your heart or catch in your stomach, and your brcathing gets labored. Thatsa sign that
somcthing’s gotto be done. Well, you can do somcthing about it, not Working directly with the
mind at that point but working with the breath. Learn how to breathe through that sense of
irritation, because the defilement s taking over the breath energy. And the part of the mind
that wants to deveiop a skill suddcnly finds itself without any friends, without any support. So
you make this your support.

Always relate Cvcrything to your breath. Notice how its going, notice what you can doto
breathe through any knots of tension, any irregularitics. When the brcathing gets labored, try
to calm it down, smooth it out.

The stages of the breath meditation that the Buddha taught start first with noticing when
the breath is iong, when its short—in other words, ohscrving whats going on. And you can
Cxpand thatin many directions to include noticing when its hcavy, when its light, when its
comfortable or not. And then the next step is to be aware of the whole body asyou breathe in,
the whole hody asyou breathe out. That's to getin touch with how the rhythm and texture of
your brcathing are cither hcing affected hy some other part of the hody or having an effecton
another part of the hody.

Then as the Buddha says, you try to calm the bodily tabrication. In other words, you try to
calm the way you’rc hrcathing, so thatithasa soothing effect throughout the hody. It you find
yoursclf coming up against a pain and the pain teels like a wall, just think of the breath
penetrating right through. Wherever theres a blockagc of any kind, think of the breath
penctrating right through. That way you get to reclaim your body. And that can hclp you as
you deal with other issues that come up.

But remember when you’rc dcaling with those other issues, don't leave this sense of the
hody, because ifyou suddcnly find that your awarencss is way outside the hody or that your
hody is hcing blotted out, who knows what's going on inside the hody that can undermine

your other efforts?



For cxampic, you notice that when the Buddha teaches the noble cightfold path, he starts
out with right view and right resolve, which are the factors of discernment. And then putting
that discernment into practice, he starts first with right spccch. Now right spccch also is a skill,
its an art. All too often our attitude is that we want to say somcthing just to getitout of our
system, or we bottle it up, cither out of fear or a sense of we shouldn' say it. And if those are our
oniy two options, we blow up. Either we blow up hy getting it out—the cxpiosion is outside—
or we blow up inside. Well, part of the blowing up inside comes from the sense of the breath
suddcniy getting uncomfortable, which affects the rest of the energies in the hody. You hcgin
to panic. So you’ve gotto realize that you’VC got this other alternative. You don't have to bottle
itup and you don' have to let it out. You can breathe through the disturbed energices and
dissolve them away.

This putsyouina better position to look carcfully at what you’rc going to say. Asthe
Buddha says, when you spcak, one, you want to make sure that its true, but then two, you want
to make sure it's beneficial. Will this rcaiiy have a good effect?>—both on yoursclf and on other
pcoplc. And three, is this the right time to say something plcasant or is this the right time to say
somcthing unpicasant? One of the major misconceptions about right specch is that you never
say anything harmful—as in that old saying, “If you don't have anything nice to say, dont say
anything at all” That's not the Buddhas approach. He rccognizcd that there are times when you
have to say unplcasant things to hcip other pcopic realize that thcy’re doing somcthing
scriously mistaken.

Look at his teachings to the monks, Cspcciaiiy in the Vinaya. Someone does somcthing
wrong and he calls him a “worthless pcrson,” which is harsh, and then he gives that persona real
dressing down. And in all of those cases, we notice, when the Buddha asked him, did you
actualiy do this? The person will fess up and say, “Yes, that's somcthing 1 did.” So the fact that
thcy’rc Wiiiing to tell the truth means that that thcy’re ready to hear something.

Sowhen you’rc looking at right spccch, remember that you have to try to think
stratcgically: What will be the impact of your words? When’s the best time to say them? How
canyou spcak to make sure that that impact rcaliy is effective and beneficial?

There are four kinds of right spccch. The first one is truthful. You avoid tcliing lies. In other
words, you dont intcntionaiiy misrepresent the truth. Two, you dont say anything divisive, you
dont try to separate friends from one another or preventa fricndship from happcning. Three,
you dont say anything coarse or harsh, i, just for the sake of intcntionaiiy hurting somcbody’s
fcclings. And four, you dont engage in idle chatter.

Now, cach of these four types of right specch IS nOt just a matter of things to avoid. Each
has its positive side aswell. And in every casc, the positive side requires that you use your
discernment. For Cxample, in tclling the truth, its not the case that you tell cvcrything. The
Buddha said that if certain things, when you say them, give rise to grecd, aversion, delusion in

you or in the person you’rc spcaking to, orif your intention is to give rise to grced, aversion,



delusion, you shouldnt say them. Of course, you cantbe totally rcsponsibic for the other
pcrson’s response. Butif you’rc anticipating that your specch would give rise to those things,
then you dont say it, no matter how true it is.

As for divisive spccch, there are times when you have to warn someone about someone
dangerous. But at the same time, you also have to learn how to speak in ways that hring pcopic
into harmony.

Soits not just a matter of the negative kinds of specch that you avoid. There are also
positive ones that you want to develop. This is where it’s rcaily hclpfui to have good Cxampics,
because often on your own its very difhicult to think of how to say somcthing that would lead
to more harmony in the community if you haven't seen anybody speak cEectively in those
ways. And this is where you have to do some mental exercise. Sometimes you can devotea
meditation to just this topic.

Not all meditation is about simply hcing with the present moment. Sometimes you have
to anticipate tuture difficulties and how you might deal with them. In terms of the path, thisisa
part ofright cffort: trying to prevent unskillful qualitics from arising, And you doit by
thinking, “Okay, I'm going into this situation and there tends to be this prohlcm in this sort of
situation. What can | say that would defuse it?” One of my favorite exampics of this was of a
man who came here one day. He works in an office where Cverybody elseisan cvangelical
Christian and he's a Buddhist. Thcy were having an office party and he knew that they were
going to sit him down at some point and give hima good heart-to-heart talk on the state of his
soul and the need for him to take Jesus Christ as his personai lord and savior. So the question
was, how was he going to deal with that? And his approach was, after the ofhice Voiicyball
game, before the heart-to-heart talk, he noticed he had Cvcryhody’s attention, and so he said, ‘I
want to comment on what fine Christians youare in not giving me a hard time about my hcing
a Buddhist.” There was no heart-to-heart talk.

Sowhen you anticipate a prohicm, give itsome thought: What would be the most
cffective thing to say? If you try it out and it doesnt work, well, go back to the drawing board.
This is the Buddhas basic tcaching to Rahula. You make a mistake, well, you think it through:
What could have been done diHcrcntly? Learn to take your mistakes in stride. That way you
rcaily do learn.

The same principlc applics to harsh spccch. There are times when you have to spcak
strongly, but you need to be careful, because sometimes pcoplc will take it in the wrong way.
So you have to know, okay, this is a serious issue and sometimes you realiy have to show that it
is a serious issue hy using strong languagc.

As foridle chatter, the positive correlative to idle chatter is talk that's worthwhile: in the
Buddha’s terms, “reasonable, seasonable, connected with actual benefit” In other words, you
dont justrun oft at the mouth with whatever you want to say. You ask yourscif, “What will be
the impact of these words?” When you’rc working witha group, how much fricndly chatter is



necessary to keep things running smoothiy and how much getsin the way of the work? This is
something you have to be very sensitive about.

What all this reflection does is that it focuses your attention on your intentions. When you
speak, arecyou intending to misrepresent the truth? Are you intending to break a friendship?
Are you intending to hurt someonc’s feelings? Ordo you have no real clear intention at all?
Okay, be careful. None of thats going to be right speech.

It's in this way that mastering right speech focuses attention on the mind. And of course,
your habits of speech in the world outside are going to affect the chatter that goes on in your
mind. The things you tend to say to other people, you also tend to say to yourseif. Soas you’re
sitting here meditating with the verbal fabrications going on in your mind, telling yourseif this,
teiiing yourself that, if you have some careful practice in learning how to speak, with clear
intentions, speaking strategicaily, speaking with goodwiii, even when the message happens to
be harsh, then you find yourseif an easier person to live with as you meditate and as you go
through the day.

So this is one of the reasons why the Buddha put right speech before right mindfulness and
right concentration. [t gives you practice in how to talk to others and how to talk to yourseif.
That way, when you’re talking to yourseif about the breath, its the same sort of thing. Is the
breath going well? Is your mind settling down with the breath? Ifit's not, how do you think
strategically inaway that getsitto settle down—and is wiliing to settle down, is happy to settle
down? And then you can keep it there. That way, your speeeh getsin touch with your breath
and your breath will putyouin touch with iayers in the mind you might not have suspected
were there, things going on inside. So it's all connected.

The forest ajaans talk about this many times, about how the path comes together. You
focus on one aspect of the path and it starts connecting with another aspect—this factor, that
factor, the factors all become one. And that's when the path can yieid its tull results—which go
beyond the path. When you think about what might go beyond the path, you’re opening your
mind to other possibiiities that you might normaliy have thought were impossible.

This is one of the things I've noticed again and again reading books on Western Buddhism,
is that peopie dont really seem to have any room in their imagination for something that goes
beyond what they’ve aiready attained or what they’ve aiready seen. And they cut themselves off
from some reaily great benefits as a result. It is possible toreacha happiness that goes beyond
tabrication, that gocs beyond intentions, where all the dimensions of space and time fall away.
Butto get there, you’ve gotto look very carefuily atyour intentions. You cant know what is
truiy unintended until you’re thoroughiy tamiliar with all the levels of fabrication and intention
going on in the mind. So start with your speech, start with your breath, and work inward. Give
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